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On Leadership: Righteousness 
Is Not Leadership
The praise accorded to Noah is unparalleled 
in Tanach. He was, says the Torah, “a 
righteous man, perfect in his generations; 
Noah walked with God.” No such praise is 
given to Abraham or Moses or any of the 
Prophets. The only person in the Bible who 
comes close is Job, described as “blameless 
and upright (tam ve-yashar); he feared God 
and shunned evil” (Job 1:1). Noah is in fact 
the only individual in Tanach described as 
righteous (tzaddik).

Yet the Noah we see at the end of his life is 
not the person we saw at the beginning. After
the Flood:

Noah, a man of the soil, 
proceeded to plant a vineyard. 
When he drank some of its wine, 
he became drunk and lay 
uncovered inside his tent. Ham, 
the father of Canaan, saw his 
father naked and told his two 
brothers outside. But Shem and 
Japheth took a garment and laid it 
across their shoulders; then they 
walked in backward and covered 
their father’s naked body. Their 
faces were turned the other way 
so that they would not see their 
father naked. (Gen. 9:20-23)

The man of God has become a man of the 
soil. The upright man has become a 
drunkard. The man clothed in virtue now lies 
naked. The man who saved his family from 
the Flood is now so undignified that two of 
his sons are ashamed to look at him. This is 
a tale of decline. Why?

Noah is the classic case of someone who is 
righteous, but who is not a leader. In a 
disastrous age, when all has been corrupted,
when the world is filled with violence, when 
even God Himself – in the most poignant line
in the whole Torah – “regretted that He had 
made man on earth, and was pained to His 
very core,” Noah alone justifies God’s faith in 
humanity, the faith that led Him to create 
humankind in the first place. That is an 
immense achievement, and nothing should 
detract from it. Noah is, after all, the man 
through whom God makes a covenant with 
all humanity. Noah is to humanity what 
Abraham is to the Jewish people.



Noah was a good man in a bad age. But his 
influence on the life of his contemporaries 
was, apparently, non-existent. That is implicit 
in God’s statement, “You alone have I found 
righteous in this whole generation” (Gen. 
7:1). It is implicit also in the fact that only 
Noah and his family, together with the 
animals, were saved. It is reasonable to 
assume that these two facts – Noah's 
righteousness and his lack of influence on his
contemporaries – are intimately related. 
Noah preserved his virtue by separating 
himself from his environment. That is how, in 
a world gone mad, he stayed sane.

The famous debate among the Sages as to 
whether the phrase “perfect in his 
generations” (Gen. 6:9) is praise or criticism 
may well be related to this. Some said that 
“perfect in his generations” means that he 
was perfect only relative to the low standard 
then prevailing. Had he lived in the 
generation of Abraham, they said, he would 
have been insignificant. Others said the 
opposite: if in a wicked generation Noah was 
righteous, how much greater he would have 
been in a generation with role models like 
Abraham.

The argument, it seems to me, turns on 
whether Noah’s isolation was part of his 
character, or whether it was merely the 
necessary tactic in that time and place. If he 
were naturally a loner, he would not have 
gained by the presence of heroes like 
Abraham. He would have been impervious to
influence, whether for good or bad. If he was 
not a loner by nature but merely by 

circumstance, then in another age he would 
have sought out kindred spirits and become 
greater still.

Yet what exactly was Noah supposed to do? 
How could he have been an influence for 
good in a society bent on evil? Was he really 
meant to speak in an age when no one would
listen? Sometimes people do not listen even 
to the voice of God Himself. We had an 
example of this just two chapters earlier, 
when God warned Cain of the danger of his 
violent feelings toward Abel – “'Why are you 
so furious? Why are you depressed? ... sin is
crouching at the door. It lusts after you, but 
you can dominate it” (Gen. 4: 6-7). Yet Cain 
did not listen, and instead went on to murder 
his brother. If God speaks and people do not 
listen, how can we criticise Noah for not 
speaking when all the evidence suggests that
they would not have listened to him anyway?

The Talmud raises this very question in a 
different context, in another lawless age: the 
years leading to the Babylonian conquest 
and the destruction of the First Temple, 
another lawless age:

R. Aha b. R. Hanina said: Never 
did a favourable word go forth 
from the mouth of the Holy One, 
blessed be He, of which He 
retracted for evil, except the 
following, where it is written, “And 
the Lord said unto him: Go 
through the midst of the city, 
through the midst of Jerusalem, 
and set a mark upon the 
foreheads of the men that sigh 
and cry for all the abominations 



that are being done in the midst 
thereof” (Ezek. 9:4).

The Holy One, blessed be He, 
said to Gabriel, “Go and set a 
mark of ink on the foreheads of 
the righteous, that the destroying 
angels may have no power over 
them; and a mark of blood upon 
the foreheads of the wicked, that 
the destroying angels may have 
power over them.” Said the 
Attribute of Justice before the Holy
One, blessed be He, “Sovereign of
the Universe! How are these 
different from those?”

“Those are completely righteous 
men, while these are completely 
wicked,” He replied. “Sovereign of 
the Universe!” said Justice, “they 
had the power to protest but did 
not.”

Said God, “Had they protested, 
they would not have heeded 
them.”

“Sovereign of the Universe!” said 
Justice, “This was revealed to You,
but was it revealed to them?” 
(Shabbat 55a)

According to this passage, even the 
righteous in Jerusalem were punished at the 
time of the destruction of the Temple because
they did not protest the actions of their 
contemporaries. God objects to the claim of 
Justice: Why punish them for their failure to 
protest when it was clear that had they done 
so, no one would have listened? Justice 

replies: This may be clear to you or to the 
angels - meaning, this may be clear in 
hindsight – but at the time, no human could 
have been sure that their words would have 
no impact. Justice asks: How can you be 
sure you will fail if you never try?

The Talmud notes that God reluctantly 
agreed with Justice. Hence the strong 
principle: when bad things are happening in 
society, when corruption, violence and 
injustice prevail, it is our duty to register a 
protest, even if it seems likely that it will have
no effect. Why? Because that is what moral 
integrity demands. Silence may be taken as 
acceptance. And besides, we can never be 
sure that no one will listen. Morality demands
that we ignore probability and focus on 
possibility. Perhaps someone will take notice 
and change their ways - and that “perhaps” is
enough.

This idea did not suddenly appear for the first
time in the Talmud. It is stated explicitly in the
book of Ezekiel. This is what God says to the 
Prophet:

“Son of man, I am sending you to the 
Israelites, to a rebellious nation that has 
rebelled against Me; they and their ancestors
have been in revolt against Me to this very 
day. The people to whom I am sending you 
are obstinate and stubborn. Say to them, 
‘This is what the Sovereign Lord says.’ And 
whether they listen or fail to listen—for they 
are a rebellious people—they will know that a
Prophet has been among them.” (Ezek. 2:3-
5)



God is telling the Prophet to speak, 
regardless of whether people will listen.

So, one way of reading the story of Noah is 
as an example of lack of leadership. Noah 
was righteous but not a leader. He was a 
good man who had no influence on his 
environment. There are, to be sure, other 
ways of reading the story, but this seems to 
me the most straightforward. If so, then Noah
is the third case in a series of failures of 
responsibility. As we saw last week, Adam 
and Eve failed to take personal responsibility 
for their actions (“It wasn’t me”). Cain refused
to take moral responsibility (“Am I my 
brother’s keeper?”). Noah failed the test of 
collective responsibility.

This way of interpreting the story, if correct, 
entails a strong conclusion. We know that 
Judaism involves collective responsibility, for 
it teaches Kol Yisrael arevim ze bazeh (“All 
Israel are responsible for one another” 
Shavuot 39a). But it may be that simply being
human also involves collective responsibility. 
Not only are Jews responsible for one 
another. So are we all, regardless of our faith
or religious affiliations. So, at any rate, 
Maimonides argued, though Nahmanides 

disagreed.1

The Hassidim had a simple way of making 
this point. They called Noah a tzaddik im 
peltz, “a righteous man in a fur coat.” There 
are essentially two ways of keeping warm on 
a cold night. You can wear a thick coat, or 
you can light a fire. Wear a coat and you 
warm only yourself. Light a fire and you can 

warm others too. We are supposed to light a 
fire.

Noah was a good man who was not a leader.
Was he, after the Flood, haunted by guilt? 
Did he think of the lives he might have saved 
if only he had spoken out, whether to his 
contemporaries or to God? We cannot be 
sure. The text is suggestive but not 
conclusive.

It seems, though, that the Torah sets a high 
standard for the moral life. It is not enough to 
be righteous if that means turning our backs 
on a society that is guilty of wrongdoing. We 
must take a stand. We must protest. We 
must register dissent even if the probability of
changing minds is small. That is because the 
moral life is a life we share with others. We 
are, in some sense, responsible for the 
society of which we are a part. It is not 
enough to be good. We must encourage 
others to be good. There are times when 
each of us must lead.

Shabbat Shalom

QUESTIONS (AROUND THE 
SHABBAT TABLE)

1. Do you see Noah as “perfect” because
he managed to maintain this despite 
his contemporaries, or was he only 
“righteous” relative to the people that 
surrounded him? 

2. Why is it so difficult to take a stand on 
something we believe in when we are 
uncertain of the response? 



3. Is it possible to live in an Ark, or in 
complete isolation from society, and 
still be considered a moral person? 

NOTES

1. See Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Melachim 9:14. 
Ramban, Commentary to Bereishit 34:13, s.v. Ve-rabbim. 

Cleansing Waters
Many of us first heard the narrative sections 
of the Torah when we were children. “Bible 
stories” are so deeply embedded in our early 
learning that they are a part of our collective 
memory and consciousness, and this 
familiarity is surely an advantage. On the 
other hand, because we learned these 
stories as children, often we are familiar only 
with a sanitized version of the text; the age-
appropriate version we were taught as 
children is often all we can recall as adults, 
and elements of the story that are too harsh 
for children’s ears are lost.

One such text is the story of the flood. The 
version that every child hears turns the story 
into something closely resembling a Dr. 
Doolittle tale: All the cute, cuddly animals 
came onto the ark two by two, where they 
were looked after by the hero of the tale, 
Noah/Doolittle, who was uniquely capable of 
caring for them. This idyllic picture is a far cry

from the sordid tale of sin and destruction 
that the Torah presents, to say nothing of the 
redemption and cleansing with which the 
story ends.

The introduction to the story of the flood, 
found at the end of last week’s parasha, 
paints a backdrop of sin and corruption, of 
violence, of sexual liberties taken by men of 
power, perhaps members of the more 
illustrious families or even genealogies, who 
took advantage of the “daughters of man” – 
women of the lower, weaker classes.

These powerful men are called “sons of 
Elohim,” a word which in this context most 
likely means “judges” (as it does in several 
other places in scripture). Thus, the most 
privileged members of society, those with the 
most education, those of whom we would 
expect the greatest affinity for justice, were 
the very people who misused their position of
power. These powerful men of the ruling 
classes exploited those less powerful, 
victimizing the weakest and most vulnerable 
and subjecting them to the worst type of 
abuse: sexual violence.

The judges themselves, the Elohim, took no 
action to stem this fetid tide of immorality; at 
the very least, they were impotent in the face 
of the corruption of the next generation, the 
sons of the Elohim – which calls to mind an 
unexpected parallel: Generations later, as a 
new chapter in history begins to unfold and 
the next of the Five Books of the Torah 
begins, there is another ark. This time, a 
young child, victim of the racist policies 
instituted in Egypt, is placed in an ark, a 



flimsy vessel that is the only chance a male 
child born to an Israelite family has of 
survival. This child is saved; he is given the 
name Moshe, and is raised in the palace.

Some time later, Moshe, the son of the 
powerful daughter of the Pharaoh, wanders 
out to see the “real world” and the fate of his 
brethren, and what he sees is abuse: An 
Egyptian taskmaster beating a defenseless 
Israelite slave. Rabbinic tradition supplies us 
a more detailed account of the altercation: 
The Egyptian master had set his sights on 
the wife of this particular Israelite slave. 
Taking advantage of his position of power, 
the Egyptian had the slave summoned from 
his home in the middle of the night. In the 
darkness and confusion, the taskmaster 
climbed into the warm bed of the wife of the 
slave, and had his way with her. When the 
slave returned and discovered the outrage 
perpetrated upon his wife, he confronted his 
master, only to be ridiculed and beaten 
nearly to death.

Moshe witnesses this scene; he sees and 
understands what has transpired, and he 
stands up for justice. He is a son of the most 
powerful people in the land, yet his biological 
roots are with the weak, defenseless slaves. 
Moshe stands up to the powerful taskmaster, 
and metes out justice.

It is, therefore, no mere coincidence or quirk 
that Moshe is found in an ark: As was the 
case in the generation of Noah, the ark was 
created because an entire culture had 
become based upon violence. It had become
defiled. The waters of the flood, like a giant 

“mikveh,” cleansed and purified a corrupt 
world; generations later, when the world once
again became corrupt, Moshe arrived in his 
ark. True to his promise never again to 
destroy the world with water, God revisits the 
flood at the Red Sea, but this time only the 
perpetrators are punished. Moshe leads the 
Jews to Mount Sinai, where a new cleansing 
element is introduced: The Torah, often 
described as the “water of life,” will both 
cleanse and educate man as it teaches us to 
care for the weak, to protect the vulnerable, 
and never to fulfill our own base desires at 
the expense of others.

Torah Teasers Parshat Noach
1. Which parshas are named for people? (6 
answers)

The six parshas named for a person: Noach, 
Chayei Sarah, Yisro, Korach, Balak, Pinchas.

2. Aside from the 40 days of rain, where else 
is the number 40 mentioned in this parsha?

Noah waits 40 days from seeing the tops of 
the mountains, to opening up the window to 
send out the raven (Genesis 8:6, with Rashi)

3. Where else is 40 days mentioned in the 
Torah? (5 answers)



Yaakov is mummified for 40 days before the 
ascension to and burial in Hebron (Genesis 
50:3). Moshe ascends Mount Sinai three 
times for 40 days each: Exodus 24:18, Deut. 
9:18, and Exodus 34:28. Finally, the 12 Spies
tour the land of Israel for 40 days (Numbers 
13:25).

4. Where does the number seven appear in 
this parsha? (4 answers)

Seven pairs of kosher animals are brought 
into the ark (Genesis 7:2). There is an 
additional seven-day waiting period before 
the Flood begins (Genesis 7:4, with Rashi). 
On the seventh month, the ark rests on the 
mountains of Ararat (Genesis 8:4). Before 
sending the dove on each mission, Noah 
waits seven days (Genesis 8:10, 12).

5. Where else in the Torah was someone 
saved from harm by being situated in a 
taiva?

Baby Moshe is placed into a taiva by his 
mother to save him from being drowned in 
the Nile river by the Egyptians (Exodus 2:3).

6. Where else in the Torah is a raven referred
to?

The raven is found in Leviticus 11:15 and 
Deut. 14:14 in the list of non-kosher birds.

7. Which mitzvah is given personally to both 
Adam and Noah?

Adam and Noah are both given the mitzvah 
"to be fruitful and multiply" (Genesis 1:28, 
9:1).

8. A rainbow is called a keshet. Where else in
the book of Genesis does the Torah speak 
about a keshet in reference to a regular bow?
(5 answers)

When Hagar and Yishmael are in the desert, 
the verse states that he was a "bow's 
distance" away (Genesis 21:16). A few 
verses later, the Torah refers to Yishmael as 
"an archer" (Genesis 21:20). Before giving 
the blessing, Yitzhak instructs Esav to take 
his bow and prepare a meal (Genesis 27:3). 
Yaakov gives the city of Shchem to Yosef, 
which he captured "with [his] sword and bow"
(Genesis 28:22) The bow is also mentioned 
later on in the blessing that Yaakov gave 
Yosef (Genesis 49:24).

9. Which grandfather and grandson had the 
same name?

Nachor has a son Terach who has a son also
named Nachor (Genesis 11:24, 26).

10. When do we say Kaddish after a non-Jew
dies?

In the last verse of the parsha, Terach dies 
(Genesis 11:32). When completing the 
reading of the parsha, the one who reads the 
Torah, recites Kaddish.



Perfection of Character
"And as for Me - Behold I am 
about to bring the floodwaters 
upon the earth to destroy all flesh 
in which there is a breath of life 
under the heavens; everything that
is in the earth shall expire." 
(Genesis 6:17)

The prophet Isaiah (54:9) refers to the Flood 
as mei Noach - the waters of Noah - thereby 
implying that Noah bears at least partial 
responsibility for the Flood. Sforno suggests 
that Noah's failure lay in failing to teach his 
generation to know God and to walk in His 
ways. Had he taught them to know God, they
would surely have repented.

We can explain this Sforno as follows. The 
Midrash comments on the phrase, "the path 
(derech eretz) to the Tree of Life," that 
derech eretz is middos, proper character 
traits. Middos are the paths that lead to the 
Tree of Life, the Torah. Hence, "Derech eretz 
precedes Torah." First one refines his 
middos, and only then can the Torah dwell 
within him. The Torah cannot reside in one 
who does not possess good middos: "Where 
there is no derech eretz, there is no Torah." 
(see Rabbeinu Yona to Pirkei Avos 3:22) 

Even though only Torah can bring one's 
middos to ultimate perfection, where there is 
no foundation of proper middos, the 
acquisition of Torah is impossible.

Rabbeinu Yona's categorical negation of the 
possibility of Torah residing in one who lacks 
good middos can be understood in two ways,
both true. The first is that a person's lack of 
good middos makes ultimate retention of his 
Torah knowledge - no matter how great - 
impossible, because his lack of middos 
prevents the Torah from fully meshing with 
the essence of his soul. Hence when he 
leaves this world, the Torah will not 
accompany him, but be left behind with his 
other external physical components.

An alternative explanation is that even in this 
world the Torah will not remain with him. This 
idea can be illustrated with the following 
anecdote. Maimonides had a dispute with a 
philosopher whether instinct or training is the 
decisive factor in animal behavior. To prove 
the efficacy of training, the philosopher taught
cats to stand erect, balance trays and serve 
as waiters. He dressed them for the part and 
conducted a banquet with the cats as the 
waiters. Maimonides countered his proof by 
releasing some mice at the banquet. The 
cats, forgetting all their training, let the trays 
and dishes crash to the ground as they 
rushed about on all fours in pursuit of the 
mice.

Human beings also have their baser instincts
and desires that, without training, drag them 
onto all fours. A human being is distinct from 
the animals, however, by virtue of his ability 



to perfect his middos so that they control his 
baser instincts. One who has not worked on 
perfecting his middos will, like the trained cat,
be able to put on a show of Torah discipline 
for a time, but only so long as no "mice" are 
released in his path.

A Torah scholar, says Maimonides, is one 
who has mastered good character traits. 
Since he has perfected his character, his sins
are by their very nature incidental, not 
symptomatic of basic character flaws. 
Therefore we are told that if we see a 
righteous person sin at night, we should 
assume that by the next day he has 
repented. Because the sin did not flow from 
an intrinsic character flaw, he certainly 
recognized the need to repent in the interim.

Rabbi Chaim Vital explains that middos were 
not enumerated in the Torah among the 
Mitzvos because they are the very foundation
of all Mitzvos and the Torah itself. It is in his 
ability to emulate the perfect character traits 
attributed to God that man is in the image of 
God. One who lacks proper character is 
therefore deficient in the very essence of 
humanity.

The Alter from Kelm once remarked that 
Darwin was able to formulate his theory of 
evolution only because he had never seen a 
real human being. Thus he could view men 
as no more than smarter monkeys. "Had he 
seen my teacher, Rabbi Yisrael Salanter, who
developed his character traits to a degree of 
perfection that fully expressed the essence of
the Divine Image, he never could have 

entertained the possibility that human beings 
evolved from monkeys," said the Alter.

Darwin's peers were surely socially 
respectable people, but with regard to true 
character development, they remained mere 
trained cats, whose instinctive desires could 
at any moment bring them down on all fours.

The sins of immorality and robbery of the 
generation of the Flood were merely 
symptoms of the underlying disease of 
deficient character development. Noah 
attacked the symptom, but failed to cure the 
disease. He did not teach them to know God 
through contemplation of His middos and to 
walk in His ways by correcting and 
developing their own character traits. Hence 
he was unsuccessful. His rebuke may 
occasionally have suppressed the symptoms,
but they soon reappeared, since the 
underlying cause had not been treated. 
Without changing their underlying character, 
no true repentance was possible.

The Torah describes the generation of the 
Flood as "rabbas ro'as ha'adam." This can be
translated to mean the evil they perpetrated 
was beyond the boundaries of adam - of 
human beings. They corrupted the very 
essence of their humanity, their middos. 
Hence, the Midrash says, they were 
punished measure for measure with the 
overflowing of the great deep. They 
destroyed their natural humanity, and 
therefore the natural order was abrogated 
and the waters of the deep breached their 
boundaries and inundated the world. 
Likewise, the result of the Flood was literally 



to dissolve their human forms - an external 
manifestation of their inner spiritual decay.

The mystical works explain that the colors of 
the rainbow are representations of God's 
middos (attributes). Thus, the rainbow is the 
symbol of God's promise not to bring another
flood, for by reflecting on and emulating 
God's middos, we ensure that another flood 
will not be necessary.

Only after the Flood did God permit the 
consumption of meat. Sefer Halkrim explains 
that mankind, prior to the Flood, equated 
animal life with human life; man was, in their 
eyes, reduced to but a glorified and more 
developed animal. To counter this tragic 
mistake, God permitted mankind to eat meat.
He thereby demonstrated that there is an 
essential qualitative difference between 
people and animals that gives us the right to 
kill them for food. That essential difference is 
inherent in man's ability to develop and 
emulate the middos of his Creator.

Unlike Noah, Abraham was able to influence 
the people of his generation precisely 
because he concentrated on teaching 
middos. He was thus able to remedy the 
disease and not just the symptoms. At the 
age of three, Abraham knew that there was a
God, but not until 40, says Maimonides, 
could he be described as "knowing his 
Creator," i.e. as recognizing God through the 
comprehension of His middos and their 
emulation. Only then did Abraham begin to 
teach his generation. By teaching middos, he
succeeded in breaking the idols. He 
convinced his contemporaries to abandon 

gods made in their image for the service of 
the true God.

God explains His choice of Abraham as the 
progenitor of the Jewish people:

"For I know that he will command 
his children and household after 
him that they will keep God's way, 
doing charity and justice." 
(Genesis 18:19).

God knew that Abraham would direct his 
descendants in derech Hashem - the path of 
middos that leads to the Tree of Life, Torah. 
That is why we, Abraham's descendants, 
were worthy of eventually receiving the 
Torah.
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